Natural infections of Richardson's ground squirrels with western equine encephalomyelitis virus, Saskatchewan, Canada, 1964-1973.
A survey (1964-1973) was conducted on naturally occurring western equine encephalomyelitis (WEE) virus infections of Richardson's ground squirrels (RGS) in agricultural areas of Saskatchewan. The survey included both serology and virus isolation attempts on live-trapped wild squirrels. Throughout the study, seropostive squirrels were found in the known enzootic regions of the province each summer. The infections rate was high (11.6% of 250) in the epidemic year of 1965 and low (less than 2% of 681) in the subsequent non-epidemic years. The maximal seasonal prevalence of seropositive RGS coincided with the time when the squirrel population and aedine mosquito abundance reached their seasonal peaks. Five virus isolations were obtained from the blood and brains of naturally infected squirrels. All isolations were from squirrels collected in June. The early seasonal infections in squirrels could provide a source of virus for Culex tarsalis, the epidemic vector. In view of their abundance in the enzootic agricultural areas and the high annual population turnover, the RGS may play an important role in the natural history of WEE virus in the Canadian prairies.